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FOREWORD 
 
Thank you to the Australian Law Studentsô Association for taking 
the issue of depression and mental health seriously. 
 
I am sure this handbook will be of immense value to those who 
experience depression, those who know people with depression, 
and those who care for people with depression. 
 
And for those people who at present enjoy good health, it will also 
help educate them about depressive illnesses. 
 
Remember, with the right treatment, most people recover from 
depression.   
 
More severe forms of mental illness, correctly diagnosed, can be 
managed to allow a person to live a fulfilling and rewarding life. 
 
Good luck with your studies, but remember, good health is not a 
matter of luck.  We must constantly avoid temptations that will 
harm the body or its systems and work to remain physically and 
mentally fit. 
 
On the other hand, itôs not a crime to 
be ill, but I think itôs a crime not to 
seek help when you need it. 
 
Read on, and enjoy. 
 
 
 
 
 
The Hon. Jeff Kennett AC  
Chairman 
beyondblue: the national depression 
initiative 
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ABOUT DEPRESSION 
 

Depression is more than just a low mood ï itôs a serious illness. People with 
depression find it hard to function every day. Depression has serious 
effects on physical and mental health. 
 
Depression affects around one million adults and 160,000 young people in 
Australian each year; 1 in 5 females and 1 in 8 males in their lifetime. The 
incidence is even higher amongst law students and the legal profession. It 
will touch everyone either directly or indirectly. Depression reduces a 
personôs ability to function in all aspects of their life, including work, social 
and home life. As depression imposes huge personal, family and financial 
costs, it now represents a major social and economic challenge, particularly 
in todayôs workplace. 
 
Depression across the lifespan Source: ABS National Survey of Mental Health and 

Wellbeing: Summary of results, 2007.  

The 10 leading causes of healthy years lost due to death and disability 
in Australia Source: AIHW (2007 ) Authored by Begg S, Vos T, Barker B, Stevenson C, Stanley L & Lopez 

A.AIHW cat. no. PHE 82; 
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DEPRESSION, THE PROFESSION 
AND LAW STUDENTS  

 
 

The statistics
1
 

 
On 18 September 2008, Professor Ian Hickie of the University of Sydneyôs 
Brain and Mind Institute presented a lecture to the Tristan Jepson Memorial 
Foundation, entitled óLawyers are Human Too.ô Professor Hickieôs lecture 
was a startling and confronting look at the unusually high rates of 
depression within the legal profession, and within law schools themselves. 
The report surveyed almost 2,500 professionals and law students from 13 
law schools nationally. The study employed research instruments which 
have been widely used and validated in Australia and overseas. 
 
The results were astounding with the survey finding that: 

41% of Law Students; 
31% of Solicitors; and  
19% of Barristers;  

 
suffer from psychological distress severe enough to justify clinical 
assessment. Another study has shown that 11% of lawyers contemplate 
suicide each month.  
 
The survey showed that law students tended not to identify the most 
commonly identified symptoms of depression. Law students were also 
found to be the least likely of the 
surveyed groups to seek help for 
depression with 38% of students stating 
that they would not seek any treatment 
as compared to 31% of solicitors and 
21% of barristers claiming they wouldnôt 
seek additional help.  
 
Additionally, it was found that 
alcoholism and drug use is high 
amongst the profession and that 
substance abuse is a contributing factor 
for up to 80% of all complaints levelled 
against practitioners.  
 
Finally, the study found that the best 
way to help combat depression is to get 
help early,  a l lowing for more 
opportunity to prevent follow on effects 
such as alcoholism and substance 
abuse.  

6 

1 For the full report, see: Kelk, N, Luscombe, G, Medlow, S and Hickle, I, Courting the Blues: Attitudes towards 
depression in Australian law students and legal practitioners (Brain & Mind Research Institute at the University of 
Sydney, 2009). 
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Why is depression so prevalent amongst law 
students?  

 
Little research has been done into causes of depression amongst law 
students, but there are a number of theories to explain why lawyers are 
most susceptible to stress-related illnesses than other professionals. Most 
agree that a combination of nature of the job (for example, its requirement 
for long hours and its culture of success at all costs) and common 
personality traits in lawyers are at play. 
 
In general, lawyers share two personality traits that may predispose them to 
depression and other stress-related illnesses: perfectionism and 
pessimism.

2
 The legal profession rewards lawyersô drive to explore and 

investigate every tiny detail, leaving no loose threads that could be used 
against them or their clients. However, perfectionism can also set people up 
to think that whatever they do is not good enough. They tend not to enjoy 
the achievements. Instead theyôre focusing on the problems and what they 
see as the failures. 
 
Pessimism is another trait that has both its positive and negative aspects 
for lawyers. A US study found that law was the only profession in which 
pessimists outperform optimists.

3
 Combined with a culture of success and 

the reality of cut-throat competition to get to the top of the ladder, those 
traits can create a dangerous cocktail for lawyers.

4
 

Recent research also suggests that disruption of the sleep-wake cycle, 
caused by stress or long working hours will significantly increase the risk of 
depression. 
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2 Andrews G, Hall W, Teesson M, Henderson S, The mental health of Australians (Commonwealth Department of 
Health and Aged Care, 1999).  
3 Ibid. 
4 Berkley, K, Putting the Stress on Dealing with Depression (Law Institute Journal, March 2006). 
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IDENTIFICATION AND TREATMENT  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Warning signs of depression  

 

 
 

Risk factors  
 
Some events or situations have been linked with depression: 
¶ family conflict 
¶ isolation or loneliness 
¶ unemployment 
¶ having a serious medical illness 
¶ drug and alcohol use 
¶ changes in the brain 
¶ having a family member with depression 

 

! ǇŜǊǎƻƴ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ŘŜǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ƛŦΧ 

A person may be depressed if, for more than two weeks, they have persistent 
low mood and loss of interest in usual activities PLUS symptoms in at least 3 
of the following categories: 

Physical: 
Tiredness/fatigue 
Appetite/weight change 
Headaches 
Disturbed sleep 
Sick/run down 

Thoughts: 
Negative thinking patterns 
άƘƻǇŜƭŜǎǎΣ ƘŜƭǇƭŜǎǎΣ ǿƻǊǘƘƭŜǎǎέ 
Suicidal thinking 

Behaviours: 
Social withdrawal/isolation 
Unproductive 
Alcohol and drug use 
Concentration/ memory difficulties 
Stopping enjoyable activities 

Feeling: 
Overwhelmed/unhappy 
Guilty/indecisive 
Disappointed 
Lacking in confidence/self-esteem 
Irritability 

8 
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Helping someone with depression  
 
People with depression can often find it difficult to take the first step in 
seeking help. They may need to get help with the support of their family, 
friends and/or health professional eg. a doctor or psychologist. 
 
Itôs not always easy to help someone who may be experiencing depression. 
It can be hard to know what to say or do. Here are some tips. 
 

Talk to the person about how theyôre feeling. 
Listen to what theyôre saying ï sometimes, when a person wants to 
talk, theyôre not always seeking advice, but just need to talk about 
their concerns. Make it clear they have your full attention and you are 
listening properly. You may like to save any suggestions for a later 
discussion. 
Maintain eye contact and sit in a relaxed position ï positive body 
language will help you both feel more comfortable. 
Use open -ended questions such as óSo tell me about...?ô, which 
require more than a óyesô or ónoô answer. This is often a good way to 
start a conversation. 
If your conversation becomes difficult or the person youôre talking 
to gets angry, stay calm, be firm, fair and consistent, admit if you are 
wrong and donôt lose control. 
Often, just spending time with the person lets them know you care 
and can help you understand what theyôre going through. 
Encourage the person to seek professional help from their family 
doctor or a mental health worker. 
Take care of yourself. Supporting someone with depression can be 
demanding, so make sure you take some time out to look after 
yourself. 

 
People with depression often donôt see the point of doing anything and may 
feel that no one can really help them. Helping someone who isnôt ready to 
recognise they need assistance may be very difficult. 
 

 

9 
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DO ï You can help someone by:  
 
¶ Spending time talking about their experiences 
¶ Indicating that youôve noticed a change in their behaviour 
¶ Letting them know youôre there to listen without being judgmental 
¶ Suggesting they see a doctor or mental health professional 
¶ Assisting them to make an appointment and/or going with them to see 

a doctor or mental health professional 
¶ Asking how their appointment went 
¶ Talking openly about depression and assisting them to find 

information 
¶ Encouraging them to exercise, eat well and become involved in social 

activities 
¶ Keeping in touch and encouraging close friends and family to do the 

same. 
 

DONôT ï Itôs unhelpful to: 
 
¶ Pressure them to ósnap out of itô, óget their act togetherô or ócheer upô 
¶ Stay away or avoid them 
¶ Tell them they just need to stay busy or get out more 
¶ Pressure them to party more or wipe out how theyôre feeling with 

drugs or alcohol 
¶ Assume the problem will just go away. 
 

Treatments  
 
Depression is often not recognised or treated. 
 
Different types of depression require different types of treatments. This may 
include physical exercise for preventing and treating mild depression, 
through to psychological and drug treatments for more severe levels of 
depression. For more information, visit www.beyondblue.org.au or call the 
beyondblue info line on 1300 22 4636 
 
 

10 

http://www.beyondblue.org.au
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DEALING WITH STRESS 
 
For most law students, study tends to be the main priority and may cause us to 
cut out other aspects of our lives to accommodate it. This is a normal reaction. 
So much of our efforts and future are tied up in our studies itôs hard not to 
throw ourselves in head first. However, it is important that we donôt sacrifice 
too much of our personal lives to achieve our goals. Balancing time between 
work and study will be different for everyone, but itôs important to find the 
balance that works best for you. 
 
Effective time management can significantly reduce the stress of a law degree. 
Time management is a hard skill to perfect and what works can be different for 
everyone. So, weôve put together a few ideas that may help you work out what 
fits best with your situation. 
 

DO 

Sleep well
5
 ð Youôve probably heard caffeine addict law students proclaim 

ósleep is for the weak!ô, but sleep is actually for the smart. Having a good 
nightôs sleep is important for maintaining good health. The body needs the 
opportunity to recharge from the dayôs activities.  
 
Make time for ð 

Friends and family
6
 - be reasonable ï Donôt spend ALL of your time with 

friends and family, but make sure that you donôt neglect your social life. 
Your friends and family are your support network and you donôt want to 
alienate the people who will help you through your tough times. 
Physical activity

7 
ï It is important to keep up your physical activity 

during your study.
 
You should aim for at least thirty minutes per day of 

designated exercise time to ensure you keep healthy. Light physical 
activity can also be a good way to clear your mind from stressful 
distractions. 
Yourself

8
 ï Sometimes you will also need to have time to yourself to 

debrief, or just to relax and let your brain take a break from the severe 
beating law school gives it. 

Make a weekly planner ð Whether you use a diary, your phone, a calendar or 
a wall planner, a visual map of how your time will be spent can be invaluable. It 
can allow you to see what can be moved to another day and what needs to 
stay, and can also be a motivating tool to organize your commitments and stick 
to your timetable.

9
 

 

DONôT: 

Indulge in binge drinking
10

 ï Alcohol is a depressant and statistics show that 
law students are the most susceptible, of all professions, to develop an alcohol 
or substance abuse problem. 
 

11 

5Fact Sheet 7: Sleeping Well (beyondblue, 2008). 
6Brogan, M and Spencer, D, Surviving Law School (2006) 144-145; Smith, M,  Jaffe-Gill , E and Segal, J, Under-
standing Stress: Signs, Symptoms, Effects and What to do (2008) HelpGuide.org <http://www.helpguide.org/
mental/stress_signs.htm> at 13 January 2009, 3  
7Borgan, above n7, 144-145. 
8Ibid. 
9Brogan, above n 7, 131-134 . 
10Smith, M Jaffe-Gill , E and Segal, R Stress Management: How to Reduce, Prevent and Cope with Stress (2005) 
Helpguide.org <http://www.helpguide.org/mental/stress_management_relief_coping.htm> at 13 January 2009, 4.  

http://www.helpguide.org/mental/stress_management_relief_coping.htm%3e%20at%2013%20January%202009
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Over-commit yourself
11

 ï Be realistic about the time you have when deciding 
to take on any new tasks or responsibilities. Extra-curricular activities are only 
impressive if you do them well. 
 
Procrastinate

12
 ï Allocate study time and choose a study area with minimal 

distractions, such as television or Facebook, etc. Go to your library, or 
somewhere that will allow you maximum concentration. Some people find that 
background music helps when studying, but as with most things, you will find 
the way that benefits you most. 
 

Study tips to help achieve balance  
 
Work together ï The old adage that two minds are better than one is never 
truer than in the case of a law degree. Not only will working in a team allow 
you to divide the work, but the camaraderie of sharing a stressful experience 
with others can make it more manageable. 
 
Plan your answers  ï If you write an essay plan, you can focus your reading 
and research towards those points, rather than reading through an entire 
article to find that it is completely irrelevant.

13
 

 
Set your goals early in the semester

14
 ï Your enthusiasm is usually at its 

peak towards the beginning of the semester, so try to get yourself into a study 
routine as soon as possible. Once you have your routine going it will be easier 
to stick to it. It will also make it easier for you to identify where you need to put 
in more effort. 

Get started early
15

  ï Even if you donôt start writing your essay until close to 
the due date, make sure you have researched the topic and know the subject. 
Your results will be better and will save you the unnecessary stress of leaving 
everything until the last minute. 

Structure reading
16

  ï While it is good to read your text books to get an 
overview of the topic, when answering questions it is also useful to read the 
question that you want to answer and target your reading to answering the 
questions. As most lecturers will tell you it is better to get the basic principles 
right than to put in extra information while getting the basics wrong. 

Write Case Notes/Summaries
17

  ï These will be invaluable when it comes 
time to writing assignments or exams as you will have the main principles of 
the cases on hand. You should be able to find templates on the internet, or you 
can make one of your own. 
 
Make use of your library

18
  ï Most librarians are more than willing to point 

you in the right direction. Use all facilities and references available, the more 
comprehensive your research, the better the results you will achieve. 

 

12 

11 Ibid; Stress Management Tips (2005) Stress Management Tips.com <http://www.stressmanagementtips.com/
tips.htm> at 13 January 2009, 1  
12 Brogan, above n 5, 130. 
13 Krever, R, Mastering Law Studies & Law Exam Techniques (6th ed, 2006) 45. 
14 Brogan, above n 6, 128. 
15 Ibid, 203-232. 
16 Ibid, 137-138. 
17 Ibid, 128. Krever, above n 13, 13-22. 
18 Brogan, above n 6, 181-202. 
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Stress Management  
 
Definition

19
  ï Stress can be defined as a physical, chemical, or emotional factor 

that causes bodily or mental tension. High stress levels are detrimental for physical 
and mental health. 
 
Cause & Effect  
The most common causes of stress for law students are: 
 

¶ Workload/Readings (texts and cases) 

¶ Financial problems 

¶ Pressure to be exceptional 

¶ Ethical responsibilities 

¶ Negative public perceptions 

¶ Morally offensive materials/cases/clients 
 
These stressors are very real issues that affect law students and practitioners alike. 
The effects of stress can range from something as simple as a twitch to things as 
serious as a heart attack or stroke. That is why it is so important to identify the initial 
symptoms of stress and take appropriate measures to reduce it. 
 
Some symptoms to look for:

20
  

Memory problems    Agitation      
Inability to concentrate    Inability to relax 
Poor judgment     Feeling overwhelmed 
Negativity       Sense of loneliness or isolation 
Anxious or racing thoughts   Depression or general unhappiness 
Constant worrying    Aches and pains 
Moodiness     Diarrhea or constipation 
Irritability or short temper    Nausea, 
Dizziness      Chest pain 
Rapid heartbeat     Loss of sex drive 
Frequent colds      Eating more or less 
Sleeping too much or too little   Isolating yourself from others  
Using alcohol, cigarettes or drugs Procrastinating/neglecting responsibilities   
to relax      Nervous habits (eg. nail biting) 
 

13 

19 Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary (2008) Merriam-Webster Online <http://www.merriam-webster.com/
dictionary/stress> at 24 December 2008. 
20 Smith, above n 7, 3. 
 

http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/stress
http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/stress
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Stress Reduction  
 
For law students, like most things, stress 
prevention is better than a cure. The best 
way for students to reduce stress is to be 
organized.

21
 Know your due dates, make 

goals to have certain things done by and do 
your best to stick to these deadlines.

22
  

Practicing this kind of organization as a 
student will only benefit you after 
graduation. You can try some of the 
suggestions above, or come up with some 
of your own to help get you on track. 
 
Things can get out of hand even for the 
best of us and unexpected circumstances 
may arise and, despite our best efforts to 
keep your stress levels under control, can 
take us on a downward spiral. So here are 
a few things to try to help alleviate stress. 
 

Exercise  ï join a sporting team, go to the gym, take a yoga class, or just go 
for a walk.

23
 

 
As most of us know exercise releases endorphins, the hormones 

that make you happy. 

Socialise ï go spend some time with friends or family, they are the people 

most likely to be able to help you relax and can be a good source of advice.
24

  

Eat well - try eating smaller, more frequent meals that keep your blood sugar 

level steady.
25

  

Crank up the volume ï put on some of your favorite tunes. Music is a proven 
stress reliever and is also a tool used by medical practitioners in the treatment 

of chronic pain sufferers.
26

  

Just breathe  ï take a few deeps breaths, in through your nose and out 
through your mouth, will help ease the stress.

 
Try closing your eyes as well in 

those particularly hair ïpulling moments for some added relief, it helps to 

block out external stressors.
27

  

There are also numerous websites that can give you more ideas of ways to 
reduce stress. The possibilities are endless, but only you will know what 
activities are the best stress relievers for you. 

14 

21Managing School Stress (2005) Stress Management Tips.com <http://www.stressmanagementtips.com/
school.htm> at 13 January 2009, 1. 
22Ibid. 
23Jeanne Segal, Laura Horwitz, Ellen Jaffe-Gill, Melinda Smith and Robert Segal, Stress at Work: How to Reduce 
and Manage Job and Workplace Stress (2008) Helpguide.org <http://www.helpguide.com/mental/
work_stress_management.htm> at 13 January 2009, 4. 
24Above n 6. 
25 Above n 10. 
26 Stress Relieving Exercises (2005) Stress Management Tips.com <http://www.stressmanagementtips.com/
exercises.htm> at 13 January 2009, 1. 
27 Above n 11; Above n 21.  

 

http://www.stressmanagementtips.com/school.htm
http://www.stressmanagementtips.com/school.htm
http://www.helpguide.com/mental/work_stress_management.htm
http://www.helpguide.com/mental/work_stress_management.htm
http://www.stressmanagementtips.com/exercises.htm
http://www.stressmanagementtips.com/exercises.htm
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INFORMATION FOR  
LAW STUDENT SOCIETIES 

 
 
Hosting awareness events  
 
Given that depression is often a silent illness, especially amongst competitive 
overachievers like law students, raising awareness of the problem is one of the 
most valuable things an LSS can do to tackle the black dog. Such an event can 
be a step towards breaking down the stigma that relates to depression and can 
make students realise they are not the only ones going through hard times to 
encourage them to seek support from peers. 
 
What follows is some advice from Tom Baker, Vice President Education of 
the LaTrobe University LSA , which organised one of these events in 2008. 
 
When the La Trobe University LSA organised the annual Brendan Cassidy 
Memorial Lecture (BCML) in March 2008, the CEO of the LIV Michael Brett 
Young, renowned clinical psychologist Dr. Chris Day, and Vice Chairman of the 
Bar Council of Victoria Paul Lacava SC; were invited to provide their individual 
accounts of why practicing in the legal profession is not necessarily all doom 
and gloom. A similar tack is annually implemented by the Tristan Jepson 
Memorial Fund, hosted by the University of New South Wales and the 
University of Technology Sydney; in the Tristan Jepson Memorial Lecture. This 
lecture was established in memory of Tristan Jepson, a law student who 
committed suicide in 2004.  The inaugural lecture was presented by Clinical 
Professor of psychiatry from the University of Ottawa, Dr. Mamta Gautam MD, 
and Craig Leggat SC of the NSW Bar. The success of the lecture is widely 
recognised.  
 
Awareness events presented jointly by legal professionals and clinical 
psychologists accurately address the issue. Legal professionals should have 
some demonstrated commitment to addressing the issue. When organising an 
awareness event on this topic it is important to remember that the invited 
presenters will accept your invitation because the issue directly impacts upon 
the people with whom they must associate on a daily basis.  
 
Tips on How to Get Speakers:  
 
¶ Choose the right person for your event via research.  
¶ Be prepared for rejection.  
¶ Before contacting your speaker, have as much of your event organised as 

possible, date, time, location, subject matter. 
¶ Get in contact with your speaker by phone or email. (Legal professionals 

15 
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¶ Ideally you will have contacted your speaker well in advance of your 

event. KEEP IN CONTACT WITH THAT PERSON. Let them know of 
any developments during the organisation stages, and that you are 
serious. This is a matter of courtesy.  

¶ Remember to thank them for their participation. Send them a letter 
afterwards expressing gratitude and a desire to see them participate 
in more like events.  

 
Awareness and educational events can be very effective in increasing the 
mental health literacy of your student community. But the literature on this 
topic indicates that intrinsic cultural aspects of Law are conducive to 
depression. For example, if an overly competitive environment is 
responsible for mental anxiety and depression among law students, then 
LSSs should recognise that theyôre uniquely positioned to provide students 
with a mental space which is free of this competitive element. Mooting is an 
essential component of the LSS service. But BBQs, law ball and law revue 
can be the designated ónon-competitiveô activities.  
 
Alcohol consumption has been recognised as part of the problem, so these 
traditional LSS events should somehow be divorced from the culture of 
alcoholism. The leaders of LSSs should recognise that this cultural change 
should begin with the example somehow be divorced from the culture of 
alcoholism. The leaders of LSSs should recognise that this cultural change 
should begin with the example set by the LSS. Students join their LSS 
because they want to add another dimension to their university experience, 
not to compound the problem. Hiring a professional to organise forward 
planning seminars and team building days with physical activities are great 
ways to get your committee thinking outside the law school mentality.   
 
LSSs can provide the stimulus for change at the faculty level. The 
prevalence of the issue in law schools across the globe has provoked a 
óhumanising movementô in legal education. Very few legal teachers would 
be unacquainted with the movement. The movement towards humanising 
legal education provided the Academic Support Program at Suffolk 
University Law School in Boston with the impetus to present a colloquium to  

16 

 


